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Being Hospitable and Peaceable	
	You will notice that we are continuing the story which we started last week.  In that part of Mark’s gospel, Jesus and his disciples were on their way to Capernaum.  He was trying to tell his disciples about his impending death while instructing them about what it meant to be a disciple.  These words which we just shared are a continuation of His words of instructions about what it means to be a disciple and who should be considered a disciple.
	John told Jesus that they had seen a man who was casting out demons in Jesus’ name, but the problem was that he was not one of the twelve.  John was happy to report that they had asked him to stop doing that kind of thing, because that kind of activity should be reserved for only Jesus’ closest friends.  John understood that their role as disciples should give them an authority that those who were not a part of their group should not have.  It makes you wonder if John had even heard Jesus’ reaction to that whole argument about who was the greatest.  
	Surprise, surprise, once again, Jesus was not pleased with John and Company.  He said, “Don’t stop anyone who is trying to help us!  No one can use my name to do something good and powerful, and in the next breath cut me down.  If he’s not an enemy, he’s an ally.  Why anyone by just giving a cup of water in my name is on our side.”
	What is it about us that make us want to choose sides?  It seems to be a part of the human condition to want to choose sides.  We want to know who is on our side, so that we can know who is against us.  I don’t know about you, but it did not take very many games on the playground or in elementary P.E. classes to learn that choosing sides always makes someone feel unwanted and left out.  I can remember how sorry I felt for the kids who were always picked last.  I was never a first round choice, but I was never the last child chosen either.  I can still remember how those kids would look down as though they did not want to see themselves being avoided like the plague.
	Jesus says that anyone who is not against us has to be with us.  That is one of the good things about the ecumenical movement of the past 20 to 30 years.  I can still remember how much more divided churches used to be when I was a child.  It seemed that few churches had any toleration for other denominations.  Jesus says that all who bear the name of Christ are on the same team.  We need to realize that no matter how differently we might look on the outside or how differently we might choose to express ourselves in worship or how differently we might speak of God, if we bear the name of Christ we are indeed all one in Jesus, our Lord and Savior.
	Now, the words about offering a cup of water are a reference to the importance of hospitality.  The older I get, the more convinced I become that hospitality is one of the most important attributes of the Christian.  Simple acts of hospitality show genuine care and concern for people in a way that words cannot.  The servant role which we talked about last week is at the heart of hospitality.  When we do the simplest gestures to extend hospitality to the strangers around us, we are showing the spirit of Christ, our servant master.  
	If you will humor me, I want to brag on one of my children.  When Houston was in the first grade, his teacher noticed that he always made an effort to welcome new students to the class, extending hospitality to them.  As a result of that, she made Houston the official welcoming committee in their classroom.  She would always seat a new student next to Houston, so that he could try to help them get acclimated to the new classroom procedures as quickly as possible.  As a matter of fact, he took to that role so well, that he has continued to do that every year.
	Jesus wanted his disciples to understand just how important hospitality really is, but he took it even further.  If you paid attention, he ended that verse with these words, “Count on it that God will notice.”  What Jesus is saying here is significant.  To imply that even a simple glass of cool water, offered in Christian love will not go unnoticed by the maker of heaven and earth.  That is pretty significant; it obviously means that even the most simple and basic hospitality is important to God.
	In addition to being hospitable, he warned against being a stumbling block.  The act of taking that child on his lap in verse 36 is probably alluded to in these words from verses 42-48.  The reference to children or to “simple, child-like believers” can be open enough to include actual children or those who are young in the faith.  Either way, Jesus warns about leading anyone astray.
	We may find it hard to believe but in the ancient Roman world and in Palestine, tying a millstone around one’s neck and throwing that person into the sea was a form of execution for serious crimes.  The ancient church historian, Josephus records the details of an overthrow of Herod’s party where his leaders were thrown in the lake with heavy stones around their necks.  This would have been a form of punishment that the people understood.  
	We all know that we do not need to lead others astray.  God wants us to do what is right, but if we lead someone else off the straight and narrow path, that is far worse than just making an error in judgment on our own.  When I first started teaching school in the inner city of Memphis, I was not really prepared for what I would encounter.  I was teaching at Booker T. Washington High School.  It was a school which was surrounded by five public housing projects.  Many of our female students thought that if they just got out of school and got into their own apartment in the projects that would be all they could aspire to accomplish in life.  Many of our male students saw that the men who had power and money in their neighborhood were the ones who sold drugs.  At an early age, the boys in our school were recruited to be runners for the drug dealers, because it was easy money and they would only go to jail if they got caught.  I would hate to think about what those folks who recruited young children to be drug runners and then dealers will have to answer to when they appear before their maker.  And interestingly, most of them were people who had grown up in churches and who wore religious jewelry and many of them were regular church attendees.  
	Some of you have met my step-mom, Beth.  She had to have her right leg amputated when she was 10 years old.  She had a birth defect which left her with only one bone in the lower part of that leg.  As a result that leg did not grow properly.  The doctors told her parents that eventually her leg would have to be amputated, but they allowed Beth to tell them when she was ready for that surgery.  While her condition was not life threatening, Beth knew that her quality of life would be much better without the pain in that leg and without the inconvenience of having to wear a metal brace and a built-up shoe.  
	There are sometimes conditions which are so serious that one must sacrifice a part of their body in order to prolong life.  Mark says that Jesus said that there are some things in this life that are worth that kind of sacrifice.  According to Jesus it would be better to go through life maimed or disfigured, than to face the torments of hell because we were not willing to address our shortcomings.  While Jesus is not literally suggesting that we choose amputation over sinfulness, he is using typical Eastern imagery to help make his point.  His point is that the promise of heaven, the assurance of life in the Kingdom of God is the only thing in the entire world that is worth such a sacrifice.  Doing God’s will, following God’s direction in our life is worth any amount of self-sacrifice.  As a matter of fact, Jesus says that seeking God’s will is what gives life true meaning.  If I understand what Jesus is saying here, it seems to me that he is saying that we must do whatever is necessary in order to be fully obedient to God.  It may mean that we have to give up a habit or some prized possession or even some relationship which seemed significant.  It may mean that we have to give up things which are as much a part of us as our own hand or eye.  That means that obedience to God is a very personal thing.  We must each figure that out for ourselves.  The process of getting rid of those things in our lives which get between us and our ability to do God’s will for us may well be as difficult and painful as a surgery, but it is well worth it in order to know real life, eternal life with God.
	Then Jesus says that all of this is a refining process, so that we will ultimately be preserved and protected from the eternal fires.  He says that because we have been refined and preserved, we have been called to be preservers ourselves.  But we have not been called to be just any kind of preservative.  We have been given the high calling of being preservers of peace, the peace of God which passes all human understanding.  
	In some of the translations these verses speak of salt and saltiness.  Salt is a preservative.  You may be like me and never really grew up on the farm.  I remember my great grandmother making salt cured ham in her smokehouse, and I remember how my mother used salt used in the preservation of pickles and other canned goods.  Jesus is speaking here of the way in which his spirit can have that preserving quality when it is in our lives.  But we need not be tempted to allow that preservation to stay just in us.  We have been preserved to help bring peace into our world.  When we claim our servant role and extend hospitality to those we meet, we will find that we are sharing the peace that we know in Christ with those around us.  That is what Jesus was telling his disciples to do.
	So on this last Sunday in September, we do well to remember these words of instruction to Jesus’ disciples.  We are tempted to buy into the world’s notion of choosing sides not only in our world, but even within the walls of our own church.  That is counter productive.  Jesus has called us to be one in him.  To buy into that destructive and divisive mentality is displeasing to Jesus.  Jesus says that we would be better to sacrifice a part of our body than to choose to be divisive.  Instead, Jesus calls us to be servants who show hospitality, recognizing that we are all serving the same Jesus, no matter how we go about doing that.  Jesus is calling us to be peacemakers.  Be instruments of his unifying work in this world.  Be hospitable and peaceable, and that my friends will bring glory and honor to our Lord Christ.
	To whom be all power and blessing and wisdom and might, both now and forever more.  Amen.

